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Reported Job Satisfaction: 
What Does It Mean?
*
Louis Lévy-Garboua , Claude Montmarquette
†‡
Résumé / Abstract
En rapportant sa satisfaction vis-à-vis son travail ou toute autre
expérience, un individu ne communique pas le nombre d’unités d’utilité qu’il
ressent. Plutôt, conditionnellement à ses expériences antérieures, il exprime a
posteriori sa préférence relativement à d’autres emplois ou situations alternatives.
Cette nouvelle interprétation de la satisfaction révélée rend à la théorie
microéconomique son pouvoir explicatif tout en reconnaissant le rôle essentiel joué
par la différence entre la situation d’une personne et les opportunités. Les
différences a posteriori dans la richesse humaine sont les meilleurs prédicteurs de
la satisfaction révélée. Les modèles statiques de l’utilité relative et ceux d’utilité
subjective sont tous rejetés par les données, de même que le modèle économique où
la satisfaction de l’emploi est une mesure de la richesse humaine a posteriori. Le
modèle de choix a posteriori explique pourquoi dans les enquêtes une grande
majorité de personnes expriment leur bonheur ou leur satisfaction, pourquoi les
jeunes et les vieux ne réagissent pas aux différentielles de revenus courants et
pourquoi le passé joue davantage que la situation présente ou future.
By reporting his satisfaction with his job or any other experience, an
individual does not communicate the number of utils that he feels. Instead, he
expresses his posterior preference over available alternatives conditional on
acquired knowledge of the past. This new interpretation of reported job
satisfaction restores the power of microeconomic theory without denying the
eesential role of discrepancies between one’s situation and available
opportunities. Posterior human wealth discrepancies are found to be the best
predictor of reported job satisfaction. Static models of relative utility and othersubjective well-being assumptions are all unambiguously rejected by the data,
as well as an “economic” model in which job satisfaction is a measure of
posterior human wealth. The “posterior choice” model readily explains why so
many people usually report themselves as happy or satisfied, why both younger
and older age groups are insensitive to current earning discrepancies, and why
the past weighs more heavily than the present and the future.
Mots Clés : Satisfaction à l’emploi, modèles d’utilité relative, modèle de choix
a posteriori
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Definition of Variables and Descriptive Statistics
Symbols Definitions Means
(Standard Errors)
JOBS Level of job satisfaction :
- totally and rather displeased 0.0938
- rather satisfied 0.4312
- fully satisfied 0.4750
WAGE Wage income for the last 12 months (in $000) 22.41
(12.7)
SEXM Gender of the respondent :
  male = 1; female = 0 0.5408
ED08 Education :
  8 years or less = 1; 0 otherwise 0.0658
ED13- Education :
  9-13 years = 1; 0 otherwise 0.4796
ED13+ Education :
  13+ years without university degree = 1; 0 otherwise 0.3034
EDUN Education :
  university = 1; 0 otherwise 0.1512Table 1 - cont’d
Symbols Definitions Means
(Standard Errors)
EXPER Years of experience 13.8488
(11.55)
JOBWKS Number of weeks employed over the last 12 months 47.79
(10.14)
WPART Over these weeks :
  working mostly part time = 1; 0 otherwise 0.1031
WSSP Socioeconomic work status :
  professional, high level management = 1; 0 otherwise 0.1327
WSTF Work status :
  specialized, technician, supervisor = 1; 0 otherwise 0.4558
WSNS Work status :
  semi and unskilled = 1; 0 otherwise 0.4035
WFFL Work status :
  farmer and farm laborers = 1; 0 otherwise 0.0080
LANF Mother tongue :
  French = 1; 0 otherwise 0.2461LANE Mother tongue :
  English = 1; 0 otherwise 0.7188
LANB Linguistic ability :
  bilingual in French and English = 1; 0 otherwise 0.0138
ONTR Region of residence :
  Ontario = 1; 0 otherwise 0.2223
CAND Country of birth :
  Canada = 1; 0 otherwise 0.8785
MARRD Marital status :
  married = 1; 0 otherwise 0.6323
DIVOR Marital status :
  divorced = 1; 0 otherwise 0.0842
NOREL Religious status :
  no religion = 1; 0 otherwise 0.1127
HEDS Health satisfaction :
  rather or totally displeased = 1; 0 otherwise 0.0673
LTDS Leisure time satisfaction :
  rather or totally displeased = 1; 0 otherwise 0.0769
MSDS Marital status satisfaction :
  rather or totally displeased = 1; 0 otherwise 0.0581
Source : The 1986 General Social Survey-Cycle 2, Statistics Canada.Table 2
Age-Specific Earnings Functions
Age Groups
Explanatory 15-24 25-34 35-44 45 +
Variables      (1)           (2)   (1)          (2)   (1)          (2)  (1)          (2)
a
Constant -3.936 6.024 -4.610 10.14 -11.93 9.719 -4.164 13.60
(2.44) (2.78) (2.15) (2.18) (3.02) (2.63) (3.46) (3.96)
aa a a a a
SEXM 3.800 3.103 7.581 8.844 8.249 10.74 10.19 12.95
a
(0.623) (0.669) (0.561) (0.604) (0.829) (0.905) (0.870) (1.03)
a a aaaaa
ED13- -0.222 -0.679 -1.214 -1.531 1.036 2.045 0.400 0.939
(1.69) (1.99) (1.24) (1.39) (1.25) (1.44) (1.07) (1.23)
ED13+ 2.970 4.068 0.800 1.940 3.895 5.262 2.418 4.604
(1.78) (2.07) (1.35) (1.49) (1.40) (1.59) (1.55) (1.68)
aa a a
EDUN 6.478 8.202 5.253 7.265 9.284 14.29 7.800 14.73
a
(2.01) (2.32) (1.63) (1.63) (1.79) 1.87) (2.18) (2.18)
a a aaaaa
EXPER 0.829 2.512 1.436 1.919 0.427 0.617 0.185 0.309
b
(0.442) (0.484) (0.221) (0.251) (0.224) (0.265) (0.191) (0.263)
aa a b a
EXPER2 0.0159 -0.157 -0.072 -0.0946 -0.0100 -0.0175 -0.0051 -0.0084
(0.074) (0.083) (0.012) (0.0138) (0.0075) (0.0088) (0.0035) (0.0049)
b a aabCAND 0.283 0.457 -1.236 -1.097 1.676 1.354 1.440 -0.332
(1.21) (1.46) (1.11) (1.22) (1.09) (1.24) (1.09) (1.27)
JOBWKS 0.234 0.347 0.409 0.337
a
(0.021) (0.026) (0.039) (0.047)
aa a
WPART -2.653 -5.358 -7.506 -8.281
a
(0.723) (1.01) (1.34) (1.51)
aa a
WSSP 3.980 2.820 8.879 10.79
a
(1.03) (1.05) (1.29) (2.23)
aa a
WSTF 2.608 2.374 4.810 4.295
a
(0.682) (0.608) (0.892) (0.904)
aa a
LANB -1.848 2.252 2.588 -2.030
(2.24) (2.44) (3.21) (2.45)
ONT 0.759 -1.004 3.363 2.326
(0.710) (0.651) (1.05) (1.10)
aa
MARRD 2.600 0.379 1.342 0.753
a
(0.664) (0.616) (1.11) (1.45)
DIVOR 3.749 1.067 0.909 -0.440
b
(2.16) (1.24) (1.45) (1.51)
NOREL 0.425 0.920 3.197 2.554
(0.782) (0.903) (1.53) (1.42)
abTable 2 - cont’d
Age Groups
Explanatory 15-24 25-34 35-44 45 +
Variables      (1)           (2)   (1)          (2)   (1)          (2)  (1)          (2)
a
HEDS -0.670 0.208 0.568 -1.472
(1.17) (1.08) (1.69) (1.36)
LTDS -2.023 0.854 -0.289 -1.348
a
(0.791) (1.02) (1.72) (1.54)
R 0.420 0.234 0.382 0.242 0.468 0.287 0.509 0.338
&2
N observations 414 414 1 040 1 040 670 670 476 476
Notes : ( ) Heteroskedasticity-consistent standard errors. 
  Coefficients significant at the 5 % (2.5%) level, two tails (one tail) when appropriate.
a
  Coefficients significant at the 10 % (5%) level, two tails (one tail) when appropriate.
b
    The ED08, WSNS and WFFL variables are excluded.35
Table 3
Qualitative Predictions of Various Felt Utility Models
 on Reported Job Satisfaction, and Linear Constraints on the Coefficients
Models ( ( ( ( ( ( ( ( ( ( constraints 12345
Statistical (H )             00000 0
Economic                           ++000 ( = ( 1 2
SWB :
Relative utility 0 + 0 0 0
Social Comparison (weak) + + 0 0 0 ( > ( 2   1
Social Comparison (strong) $00 + 0 + ( = ( 3 5
Cognitive dissonance I $0 000+
Cognitive dissonance II      $0+ ! 0+ ( = !( 3 2
Disappointment-elation $0+ + 0 + ( =  ( 3 5
Loss aversion 0 + + !! ( = ( =!( 4 5  2
Table 4




15-24 25-34 35-44 45+
Totally and rather displeased 54 106 47 37
13.04 % 10.19 % 7.01 % 7.77 %
Rather satisfied 197 469 279 176
47.58 % 45.10 % 41.64 % 36.97 %
Fully satisfied 163 465 344 263
39.37 % 44.71 % 51.34 % 55.25 %
Total 414 1 040 670 476
Note :   Number of individuals and percentages, respectively.
1Table 5a
Ordered Probit Estimates (Standard Errors) for the Utility and Other Subjective Well-Being Models for the 25-34 Age Group
Models**
Coefficients










Social comparison 0.01140 0.01839 1, 7 , 9, 10, 11 -960.5135
(weak form) (0.0071) (0.0044)
a - + ---
Social comparison 0.01150 0.02839 0.2839 7 , 9, 10, 11 -964.2231
(strong form) (0.0070) (0.0084) (0.0084)
b a a + ---
Cognitive 0.01148 0.2340 7 , 9, 10, 11 -966.2201
dissonance I (0.0070) (0.0083)
b a + ---
Cognitive 0.1143 0.02135 -0.02135 -0.00431 1, 7 , 9, 10, 11 -960.5473
dissonance II (0.0071) (0.0067) (0.0067) (0.0117)
a a - + ---
Disappointment / 0.01140 0.01854 -0.00037 -0.00037 1, 7 , 9, 10, 11 -960.5131
elation (0.0071) (0.0071) (0.013) (0.013)
a - + ---
Loss aversion -0.00584 0.03984 0.00584 0.00584 4 , 7 , 9, 10, 11 -965.9755
(0.0192) (0.0256) (0.0192) (0.0192)
+ + ---Notes for Table 5a:   Coefficients significant at the 5 % (2.5%) level, two tails (one tail) when appropriate.
a
  Coefficients significant at the 10 % (5%) level, two tails (one tail) when appropriate.
b
* Z = 1 : SEXM, 2 : ED13-, 3 : ED13+, 4 : EDUN, 5 : LANF, 6 : LANE, 7 : CAND, 8 : NOREL, 9 : HEDS,
10 : LTDS, 11 : MSDS.  The number indicates the corresponding variable in Z when positively (+) or
negatively (-) significant at the 5 % level.  The loglikelihood for the Z* reference model (the statistical model)
is -971.3756.
** The loglikelihood for the economic model is -960.8649.
The constant " and the threshold parameter *  are significant in all models.  The coefficients of the variable  1
EXPER to account for the heteroskedasticity are negative but insignificant in all models.Table 5b
Ordered Probit Estimates (Standard Errors) for the Utility and Other Subjective Well-Being Models for the 35-44 Age Group
Models**
Coefficients










Social comparison 0.00874 0.00827 1, 9, 10 -577.2672
(weak form) (0.0058) (0.0041)
a -- -
Social comparison 0.00913 0.01257 0.01257 9, 10 -578.1774
(strong form) (0.0059) (0.0073) (0.0073)
bb - -
Cognitive 0.00869 0.00759 9, 10 -579.6303
dissonance I (0.0059) (0.0074)
--
Cognitive 0.00838 0.01032 -0.01032 -0.00572 1, 9, 10 -577.6880
dissonance II (0.0059) (0.0062) (0.0062) (0.0114)
bb - - -
Disappointment / 0.00875 0.00818 0.00021 0.00021 1, 9, 10 -577.2670
elation (0.0059) (0.0065) (0.0119) (0.0119)
-- -
Loss aversion -0.00290 0.02076 0.00290 0.00290 9, 10 -578.7712
(0.0162) (0.0217) (0.0162) (0.0162)
--Notes for Table 5b:   Coefficients significant at the 5 % (2.5%) level, two tails (one tail) when appropriate.
a
  Coefficients significant at the 10 % (5%) level, two tails (one tail) when appropriate..
b
* Z = 1 : SEXM, 2 : ED13-, 3 : ED13+, 4 : EDUN, 5 : LANF, 6 : LANE, 7 : CAND, 8 : NOREL, 9 : HEDS,
10 : LTDS, 11 : MSDS.  The number indicates the corresponding variable in Z when positively (+) or
negatively (-) significant at the 5 % level or 10 % level.  The loglikelihood for the Z* reference model (the
statistical model) is -581.0159.
** The loglikelihood for the economic model is -577.2696.
The constant " and the threshold parameter *  are significant in all models.  The coefficients of the variable 1
EXPER to account for the heteroskedasticity are negative and significant in all models.40
Table 6
Ordered Probit Estimates (Standard Errors) of the 
Posterior Choice Model of Job Satisfaction
Explanatory Age Groups
Variables and
Statistics 15-24 25-34 35-44 45 +
(y  - y )= g 0.01301 0.1138 0.1883 0.1112
^^ ^
21 1
(0.0397) (0.0551) (0.0986) (0.0731)
ab
(y  - y )= g -0.00718 0.02235 0.01032 0.00701
^^ ^
32 2
(0.0164) (0.0081) (0.00616) (0.0083)
ab
(y  - y )= g 0.01393 0.01795 0.00846 0.00600 33 3
^^ b
(0.0085) (0.0043) (0.00410) (0.0045)
aa
SEXM 0.01657 0.04269 0.3842 0.3276
(0.109) (0.098) (0.2554) (0.218)
ED13- -0.5126 0.02677 0.3067 0.02545
a
(0.249) (0.137) (0.162) (0.109)
b
ED13+ -0.2215 0.1261 0.1730 0.5727
(0.254) (0.151) (0.197) (0.278)
a
EDUN 0.0337 0.3893 1.152 0.8266
a
(0.326) (0.171) (0.549) (0.583)
aa
LANF 1.0540 -0.0880 0.3329 0.2272
a
(0.405) (0.243) (0.225) (0.224)
LANE 1.0281 -0.1297 0.3067 0.2018
a
(0.402) (0.233) (0.215) (0.219)
CAND -0.3207 0.2943 -0.09914 -0.2686
(0.199) (0.135) (0.113) (0.183)
a
NOREL -0.4663 -0.1023 0.1102 -0.3891
a
(0.152) (0.104) (0.121) (0.190)
a
HEDS -0.3635 -0.3760 -0.3611 -0.2715
(0.231) (0.139) (0.144) (0.171)
aa
LTDS 0.03275 -0.2597 -0.4365 -0.6534
(0.209) (0.115) (0.139) (0.235)
aa a41
Table 6 - cont’d
Explanatory Age Groups
Variables and
Statistics 15-24 25-34 35-44 45 +
MSDS -0.4890 -0.5645 -0.05579 -0.2368
a
(0.216) (0.144) (0.169) (0.154)
a
" 0.8481 1.078 0.4571 0.9143
a
(0.414) (0.285) (0.351) (0.295)
aa
* 1.332 1.423 1.202 1.056 1
a
(0.134) (0.119) (0.175) (0.257)
aa a
EXPER -0.04385 -0.00371 -0.01416 -0.00894
(0.0284) (0.002) (0.0082) (0.00740)
b
Loglikelihood -385.8752 -956.7874 -574.8731 -401.2447
N observations 414 1 040 670 476
Notes :    Coefficients significant at the 5 % (2.5%) level, two tails (one tail) 
a
when appropriate.
   Coefficients significant at the 10 % (5%) level, two tails (one tail) 
b
when appropriate.Table 7
Ordered Probit Estimates (Standard Errors) of the Lifetime Utility Model of Job Satisfaction
Explanatory Variables Age Group
and Statistics
15-24 25-34 35-44 45+
y -0.02055 -0.2955 -0.2037 -0.9338
^
1
(0.0629) (0.427) (0.107) (1.29)
b
y 0.03474 0.3373 0.2150 1.426
^
2
(0.101) (0.576) (0.130) (2.07)
b
y -0.02119 0.004379 0.00203 0.00091
^
3
(0.0188) (0.0089) (0.0071) (0.0084)
y 0.01396 0.01782 0.00873 0.00573 3
(0.00867) (0.00427) (0.0043) (0.0043)
aa
Loglikelihood -385.8616 -956.6946 -574.7736 -401.1967
Notes :   Coefficients significant at the 5 % (2.5%) level, two tails (one tail) when appropriate.
a
  Coefficients significant at the 10 % (5%) level, two tails (one tail) when appropriate.
b
The variables that are significant in the Z vector are generally the same as those reported in Table 6.  The threshold
parameter *  is  significant in each age-group. The coefficient of the variable EXPER to account for the 1
heteroskedasticity is negative but insignificant in each age-group. Vous pouvez consulter la liste complète des publications du CIRANO et les publications elles-mêmes
%
sur notre site World Wide Web à l'adresse suivante :
http://www.cirano.umontreal.ca/publication/page1.html
Liste des publications au CIRANO 
% %
Cahiers CIRANO / CIRANO Papers (ISSN 1198-8169)
96c-1 Peut-on créer des emplois en réglementant le temps de travail ? / par Robert Lacroix
95c-2 Anomalies de marché et sélection des titres au Canada / par Richard Guay, Jean-
François L'Her et Jean-Marc Suret
95c-1 La réglementation incitative / par Marcel Boyer
94c-3 L'importance relative des gouvernements : causes, conséquences et organisations
alternative / par Claude Montmarquette
94c-2 Commercial Bankruptcy and Financial Reorganization in Canada / par Jocelyn Martel
94c-1 Faire ou faire faire : La perspective de l'économie des organisations / par Michel Patry
Série Scientifique / Scientific Series (ISSN 1198-8177)
97s-08 Living on a Noisy and Dusty Street: Implications for Environmental Evaluation /
Tagreed Boules, Robert Gagné et Paul Lanoie
97s-07 The Location of Comparative Advantages on the Basis of Fundamentals Only / Thijs
ten Raa et Pierre Mohnen
97s-06 GARCH for Irregularly Spaced Financial Data: The ACD-GARCH Model / Eric
Ghysels, Joanna Jasiak
97s-05 Can Capital Markets Create Incentives for Pollution Control? / Paul Lanoie, Benoît
Laplante et Maité Roy
97s-04 La régie des services informatiques : Le rôle de la mesure et des compétences dans les
décisions d’impartition / Benoit A. Aubert, Suzanne Rivard et Michel Patry
97s-03 Competition and Access in Telecoms: ECPR, Global Price Caps, and Auctions / Marcel
Boyer
97s-02 L’économie des organisations : Mythes et réalités / Marcel Boyer
97s-01 Fixed Wages, Piece Rates, and Intertenporal Productivity: A Study of Tree Planters in
British Columbia / Harry J. Paarsch et Bruce Shearer
96s-34 Structural Change and Asset Pricing in Emerging Markets / René Garcia et Eric Ghysels
96s-33 Monitoring of Pollution Regulation: Do Local Conditions Matter? / Catherine Dion, Paul
Lanoie et Benoit Laplante
96s-32 Technological Learning and Organizational Context: Fit and Performance in SMEs /
Élisabeth Lefebvre, Louis A. Lefebvre et Lise Préfontaine
96s-31 Piece Rates, Fixed Wages, and Incentive Effects: Statistical Evidence from Payroll
Records / Harry J. Paarsch et Bruce Shearer
96s-30 R&D Spillover and Location Choice under Cournot Rivalry / Ngo Van Long et Antoine
Soubeyran
96s-29 Efficient Income Redistribution in a Growing Economy / Gerhard Sorger